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Urgent steps are needed to slow and cease ecologically, culturally and socially destructive
systems and redistribute power to those with place-based knowledge and sensitivity to
contextual conditions. Place-Based Responsibility enacts this practice by coalescing
knowledge holders with long histories of participation in this work – those living and
working in ways that express care for place. Together, we ask what are our
responsibilities, reciprocities and commitments to land? How can we as individuals and as
collectives take up the responsibility of contributing to the places where we are? Within
Emily Carr University, a group of faculty, students, and community members have begun
to enact these guiding questions as a series of public roundtable discussions, a placebased collective of graduate students, and an undergraduate course “Practicing
Neighbourly Responsibility.” This paper reflects on these actions, and imagines future
iterations of this work.
place-based; sustainability; pluriversal; community-based; relationality

1. Introduction
We inhabit a moment characterized by the emergence of multiple, entangled crises: destruction of
natural ecosystems, growing inequality, and the rise of toxic ideologies across the globe and within our
communities in Canada. Urgent steps are needed to slow and cease ecologically, culturally and socially
destructive systems and redistribute power to those with place-based knowledge and sensitivity to
contextual conditions.
Place-Based Responsibility enacts this practice by coalescing knowledge holders with long histories of
participation in this work – those living and working in ways that express care for place: Indigenous
artists and ethno-botanists; community organizers, activists and social workers; gardeners and waste
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remediators; front-line workers in housing and housing advocacy; advocates for cultural labour; and
artists engaged with land and material.
Together, we ask: what are our responsibilities, reciprocities and commitments to land? How can we as
individuals and as collectives take up the responsibility of contributing to the places where we are? What
can each of us offer? Within Emily Carr University, a group of faculty, students, and community
members have begun to enact these guiding questions as a series of public roundtable discussions, a
place-based collective of graduate students, and an undergraduate course called “Practicing
Neighbourly Responsibility.” This paper reflects on these actions and imagines future iterations of this
work.

2. Dissociation from Place
Dissociation from place, that is, lack of connection to where we are, in the ecological, sociological and
cultural senses, is a consequence of many mounting conditions and dynamics in urban centres. This
dissociation can present in a variety of ways, including apathy for the environmental impacts of our
decisions and actions; disregard, hostility or lack of trust for those around us; loneliness, loss of
community or sense of belongingness; and lack of accountability to a meaningful community.
Some of the factors compounding this issue include:

•

•

•

•

Infrastructure that is more complex and more invisible: Goods, fuel, food and waste travel long
distances through systems that are increasingly complex, invisible to lay-people, and not wellunderstood in a holistic way. Urban infrastructure largely shields us from environmental
conditions such as heat, smoke, smells, and vermin. Complicated bureaucratic management
hierarchies make attempted responses to these conditions feel increasingly abstract and
inaccessible. We are not well-equipped to feel the effects or understand the consequences of
our actions within these complex infrastructural and service flows.
Increasing reliance on technology and large-scale technocratic approaches to ‘solve’ climate
change and social unrest: This approach feeds a stacking of precarious conditions, where heroic,
top-down attempts to solve for one crisis compound the effects of another. This approach
undermines responsibility of the individual, and takes agency away from those with place-based
knowledge, who often live with the consequences of injustice, to actively take part in
determining more socially and ecologically just ways of being.
A transition to more digitized communication: Digital twinning of face-to-face relationships –
networks of people that really know and trust each other – diminishes our sense of
belongingness and shared accountability to the places we inhabit. When we communicate
remotely we are not inhabiting shared physical spaces, meaning we are not collectively
experiencing the same environmental conditions. From a social perspective, being present, faceto-face, is essential in building trust and accountability, empathy, and the ability to give each
other the benefit of the doubt (Simpson, 2017). This is compounded by COVID-19, and is
particularly acute for those with limited access to technology.
Displacement and uprooting of community due to housing scarcity and employment precarity:
Human movement, driven by crises of affordability and job precarity, uproots the formation of
place-based networks of people in community, even when movement occurs within a district or
region. These conditions have the compounded effect of drawing attention and energy away
from community building, making it difficult to see our interdependence and act collectively.

2

112

Pivot Conference Proceedings 2021 DISMANTLING / REASSEMBLING

•

Consider a crisis such as a fire or an earthquake – the neighbours in our immediate vicinity
become the critical networks to meet our basic needs in the absence of normalcy.
Western ontology and colonial frameworks that form extractive and human-centred
relationships to place: This ideology has informed both our societal infrastructure and the role
design plays in society.

Designers are uniquely positioned in this area of urgent and emergent work: our role in society is
historically complicit in contributing to the root causes of these problems, and we are also, through
paradigm shifts in our approach, fundamental to meeting these challenges (Akama et al., 2019; Escobar,
2017). Products, cities, clothing, digital infrastructure, service flows: everything that surrounds us is
designed. Designers, post-secondary teachers and learners must continue to search for ways to make
major shifts in design practices and education. Place-based learning is vital to this shift.

3. Prioritizing Relationships

When we, as designers, come together for a project, it’s usually in service of a design goal or deliverable.
In attempting to shift away from this outcome-driven way of working, where relationships are often
secondary to or a by-product of design processes defined and limited by our professional expertise and
project scopes, we were interested in what could happen when building and deepening relationships
was centered as the primary goal, and we could let what we made, accomplished or did together be
determined collectively.
Relationships are foundational to a practice of Place-Based Responsibility – relationships to people in
our communities, to our homes or public spaces, to our Host Nations, to land and to more than human
beings. How are we building trust in those relationships, and how are we being responsible and
accountable to those spheres? How can we “stay with the trouble” of the very specific, and contextual
conditions of a place (Haraway, 2016)?
This approach is informed by and mirrors what Leanne Betasamosake Simpson says about place-based
knowledge – where “meaning is derived not through content or data, or even theory in a western
context, which by nature is decontextualized knowledge, but [rather] through a compassionate web of
interdependent relationships that are different and valuable because of that difference” (Simpson,
2014, p. 11).
As artists and designers in learning-relationships with place-based knowledge holders, our work can be
informed by Clare Land’s modes of action toward decolonizing solidarity (Land, 2015):

•

•
•

Critical self-reflection involves careful reconsideration of the impacts and unintended
consequences of our work as designers: How are our own biases and lived experiences
informing our work? What material sources and outputs are we contributing to? What are the
metrics that are used to determine the ‘success’ of a project? In what ways might our work
undermine or ignore the needs of place and community? What are the implicit power dynamics
in our approach, and how are those dynamics colouring the participation of those most
impacted by our work?
Public political action seeks to explicitly communicate support for and follow the leadership of
place-based knowledge holders through action that is legible to others.
Personal-material work involves broadening a definition of capital to include social, ecological,
experiential, intellectual, material and cultural value, and altering how these forms of value are
redistributed through the work we do, including accounting for the personal benefits and forms
of value we gain or give up.
3
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Place-based responsibility can be understood as processes that centre relationships with community
and place. These approaches to collaboration:
•
•
•
•
•

connect to and support place-based knowledge holders, recognizing their expertise and
knowledge of place from their own perspectives and ways of living;
engage in flexible methods of being “led by” and consensual opting-in, valuing selfdetermination for people impacted and targeted by harmful social conditions;
support and actively participate in horizontal hierarchies and engaged, democratic models of
equitable decision-making;
develop projects from within relational networks, working towards shared values, ethics, and
goals, resisting the impulse to participate in reactionary design solutions, instead understanding
and building shared intentions and futures;
ground projects and research within notions of mutual aid, asking how to help and finding ways
to support each other, through methods and actions both simple and complex.

Emphasis on work that serves relationships over relationships that serve an outcome is deeply practiced
and well understood by many Indigenous teachers, including those that are here working within the
communities of our Host Nations: the xwməθkwəy̓əm, Skwxwú7mesh and səl jilw̓ ətaʔɬ
Recognition of where we are, on unceded territory, is a reminder to attune ourselves to the real, lived,
and material impacts of colonial ideologies and related oppressive systemic forces, and to understand
the ways our actions can demonstrate a responsibility to place, to our host nations, and work towards
just and sustainable ways of living.

4. Setting a Compass
For as far back as we can remember, whenever we travelled the ocean or the bush, our
teachers would often instruct us to ‘look back’. This wayfinding technique served the dual
function of maintaining forward navigational progress, as well as remembering our way
back home (gáx̌in’ákv), where home is more than just a place, but a responsibility to bring
forth our love, joy, and abundance (Wilson and Nelson-Moody, 2019, p. 44).
So often, community leaders and members most impacted by harmful social conditions have already
voiced their concerns and hopes for their community; and non-human stakeholders continually speak up
through indicators that are willfully ignored. In practicing place-based responsibility – listening and
actively engaging in processes that question, disrupt and slow down harmful systems – we can be active
participants in building collaborative, sustainable, mutually supportive networks. Place-Based
Responsibility engaged in this process by coalescing place-based knowledge holders with long histories
of participation in this work for gatherings, walks, classes and roundtables in the spring of 2021.
A practice of witnessing, as introduced by Skwxwú7mesh artist Xwalacktun, was explored by the group
in advance of our gatherings. Rather than record and archive these sessions, those present were asked
to actively take on the responsibility of listening to what was being shared and bring it into new settings.

4.1 Building Relationships through the Language of Place
British Columbia is the home to 60% of Indigenous languages in Canada: in our area, which is Coast
Salish territory, there are 23 languages spoken (Thompson). Our first gathering, in January 2021, was
hosted by Connie Watts at Emily Carr’s Aboriginal Gathering Place and included artists, Elders and
language-speakers from each of our host Nations: Xwalacktun and Splash/Aaron Nelson Moody
(Sḵwx̱wú7mesh); Vanessa Campbell and Jill Campbell (xʷməθkʷəy̓əm); and Carleen Thomas
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(səl jilw̓ ətaʔɬ). There is a rich and complex history of the interrelationships between these communities,
and this discussion explored how we can create opportunities for Emily Carr students and faculty to
deepen our recognition of and relationship to our Host Nations, the languages, dialects, and shared
stories of this land and these cultures, and support spaces for our Host Nations to do this teaching.

4.2 Matriarchal Strategies
In February of 2021, we brought together a group of mentors, mothers, learners and teachers to speak
about the role of kinship in their life and practice that defies/transcends institutional containers. This
group included Nicole Kelly Westman, Dan Cardinal McCartney, Reyhaneh Yazdani, Vidya Crawley and
Hélène Day Fraser. The discussion asked us to look beyond academic sources and methods of
knowledge-sharing, acknowledging forms of intelligence that are often discounted or overlooked within
patriarchal and capitalist ontologies, and led us to many sites for informal learning such as kitchens,
gardens, and phone calls. We talked about how and why these feel so different from typical classroom
spaces in a school: there’s always work happening, and when you show up, you are both asked to help
and also fed. These spaces create the conditions for actively opting in, informally moving in or out,
where it feels like learning is always happening, and ourselves and our relationships are being
nourished.

4.3 Permaculture as Method
Our third roundtable considered how we might apply principles of permaculture – that is, approaches
that understand, promote and renew the varied, interconnected relationships between elements within
an ecosystem – in our social relations, material modes of production, and cultural labour practices.
Participants included Sadira Rodrigues, Annie Canto, Sharon Kallis, Louise St. Pierre, Garima Sood and
Emily Neufeld. Sharing experiential knowledge of community gardening, co-operative building, and
making with, we discussed strategies for making economies and relationships that are rooted in mutual
flourishing and a shared abundance, as opposed to current scarcity-based models that drive competition
and deplete our energy and resources. How, drawing from permaculture practices, can we contend with
our given environments, and work towards systemic transformations? Re-orienting our position – as
designers, as makers, as humans – to understand the earth’s own agency, and that we’re not separate
from nature, but a part of it, emerged as both a common thread between our practices and a pathway
forward.

5. Grad Collective
In parallel with the roundtables, an interdisciplinary collective of twelve graduate students in the Master
of Design program coalesced to take up questions of place-based responsibility as a group. These
gatherings took place outside any class, and were open-ended and slow-paced, allowing time to unpack
ideas without the pressure or expectation of any outcome. Friendship and mutual support became
central to the fabric of this group. Into the summer, several student-led projects emerged from within
the collective: a place-based materials lab that processes culturally and ecologically appropriate
materials; a set of workshops that explored pluralistic immigration stories of students arriving in Canada
during the pandemic; a seasonal site-mapping project with local weavers, artists and gardeners.

6. Practicing Neighbourly Responsibility
This Social Practice and Community Engagement course was co-taught with Mickey Morgan, a recent
grad whose practice explores neighbourliness in East Vancouver. This summer course broke away from
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the focus on individual project realization and positioned students to turn to their neighbours and
surrounding communities, attuning themselves to the active social, institutional and ecological dynamics
on unceded territory. We asked students to engage in collectively determining our learning space;
critique and trouble hierarchical and exploitive structures; and take up the work of neighbourly and
place-based responsibility and asking students to engage in Actions of Practice that could from mutual
aid practices that support survival work in conjunction with social movements demanding
transformative change
Through this course, students began to:
•
•
•
•

recognize and contribute to patterns of self and peer care
formulate and articulate institutional and pedagogical critique as they related to applied,
community-identified needs
identify and respond to community-based needs through lenses of reconciliation and placebased responsibility
critically approach metrics for the ‘success’ of a project or practice

Allowing ourselves to find ways to engage with these practices slowly over the summer, students
explored methods of:
•
•
•

peer support, creating spaces where mental health could be safely and honestly discussed, and
helping friends get to know their communities
“trying on new glasses,” looking at how the practices we may already be engaged in – camp
counselling, trail building, hairdressing – could be seen as acts of reciprocity
“coming alongside,” listening to place-based knowledge holders and finding ways to support
their work in community, through answering calls for volunteers or participation; leveraging the
power within existing organizations and re-orientating governance boards; and joining or
building a supportive grassroots coalitions

7. Collective Actions
In closing – we’re trying to both see and build place-based responsibility as something practiced as
collective work – a flexible network of people with independent practices converging to create and/or
produce a shared experience or intervention. “Collectives allow people with common goals to come
together, produce, act, and then disband, reform or continue as needed” (Simpson, 2017, p. 217). When
we think about what kind of infrastructure would be useful or necessary to support this work, we aim to
explore models that can coalesce and disperse when needed.
It is also important for us to recognize that Place-Based Responsibility goes beyond the projects we are
enacting and building infrastructure for, and that these practices go by many different names, among
many different cultures, contexts, and histories – to see the ways our colleagues, students, and
neighbours have been practicing this work already, and find ways for us to come together and support
each other. Through exploring, enacting, and connecting place-based approaches to collaboration, we
are attempting to move away from scattered fragments of siloed disciplines and projects, and from
black-boxed, bureaucratic hierarchies, towards a networked mesh of emergent grassroots relationships,
knowledge, capacity sharing, and action.
Some of the approaches to collaboration that we will continue to work with, and also ask you to
consider in your work are:

6

116

Pivot Conference Proceedings 2021 DISMANTLING / REASSEMBLING

•
•
•
•
•
•

connect to and support place-based knowledge holders, recognizing their expertise and
knowledge of place;
engage in flexible methods of being “led by” and offer opportunities for consensual opting-in;
listening and actively engaging in processes that question, disrupt and slow down harmful
systems
support and actively participate in horizontal hierarchies and equitable decision-making;
develop projects from within relational networks, working towards shared values, ethics, and
goals;
ground projects and research within notions of mutual aid, asking how we can help, listening,
when we're being told to help, and looking for ways to support each other, through methods
and actions both simple and complex.
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